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In  presenting  this  summary  it  is  hoped  that  it 
will  help  both  landlords  and  tenants,  as  well  as 
others  interested  in  decent  living  conditions  in 
Boston’s  older  and  congested  districts,  to  gain 
a  better  understanding  of  the  laws  and  ordi¬ 
nances  governing  the  sanitation  of  said  districts. 
This  understanding  will  enable  them  to  make 
intelligent  complaints  to  the  Health  Commis¬ 
sioner  when  necessary,  also  by  cooperation  and 
constructive  criticism  to  promote  enforcement 
of  such  laws  and  ordinances  as  now  exist  and 
aid  him  in  strengthening  these  laws,  thus  con¬ 
stantly  raising  the  standard  of  living  conditions. 


CONDITIONS  ARE  UNSATISFACTORY 

1.  When  dangerous  because  of  broken 
stairs — rails  or  treads,  broken  floors,  or  loose 
ceilings. 

2.  When  fire  escapes  are  insufficient,  inac¬ 
cessible,  out  of  repair,  or  blocked. 

3.  When  rooms  are  insufficiently  lighted  or 
ventilated. 

4.  When  water-closets  are  dark,  filthy, 
unventilated,  or  out  of  repair. 

5.  When  the  water-supply  is  insufficient; 
or  plumbing  needs  to  be  repaired  or  renewed;  or 
sewers  are  leaking  or  stopped. 

6.  When  cellar,  basement,  or  yard  is  damp. 

7.  When  roof  leaks. 
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8.  When  whitewashing  or  painting  is  needed. 

9.  When  there  is  rubbish  or  filth  in  rooms, 
closets,  halls,  basements,  yards,  or  alleys;  when 
garbage  is  kept  elsewhere  than  in  covered  cans. 

10.  When  cellars,  or  dark  or  damp  basements, 
are  used  for  living  purposes. 

11.  When  rooms  are  overcrowded. 


COMPLAINTS. 

Every  one  finding  violations  of  laws,  or  con¬ 
ditions  which  are  a  menace  to  health  or  safety, 
should  report  them  promptly  either  to  the  Hous¬ 
ing  Department  of  the  Women’s  Municipal 
League,  25  Huntington  Ave.,  or  to  the  Health 
Commissioner,  City  Hall  Annex,  except  when 
such  laws  or  ordinances  are  enforced  by  some 
department  other  than  the  Health  Department. 
When  this  is  the  case  the  fact  is  noted  following 
the  paragraph  summarizing  the  law  in  question. 

HEALTH  DEPARTMENT  RECORDS 
PUBLIC. 

The  records  of  the  Health  Department  and 
other  Departments  are  open  to  inspection,  under 
reasonable  regulations. 

SUMMARY  APPLIES  ONLY  TO 
TENEMENTS  BUILT  PRIOR  TO  1907. 

Most  bad  housing  conditions  in  Boston  will 
be  for  some  years  to  come,  as  now,  in  and  around 
tenements  built  before  the  passage  of  the  Build¬ 
ing  Law  of  1907.  Hence  this  summary  is  of  laws 
applying  to  them,  and  not  to  newer  tenements, 
or  to  dwellings  for  three  or  less  families  in  each. 

HEALTH  DEPARTMENT  GIVEN 

LARGE  POWERS  OF  REGULATION. 

In  general  the  laws  of  1885,  1894,  1897,  and 
1907  give  the  Health  Department  large  powers 
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of  regulation  of  tenement  houses  and  their 
occupancy. 

R.  O.  1914,  (2nd  series),  Chap.  1,  Sec.  1.  The 
Health  Department  shall  be  under  the  charge 
and  control  of  a  Health  Commissioner,  who  shall 
be  appointed  by  the  Mayor  under  the  provisions 
of  sections  9  and  10  of  chapter  486  of  the  Acts 
of  1909,  and  who  shall  receive  an  annual  salary 
of  $7,500. 

R.  O.  1914,  (2nd  series),  Chap.  1,  Sec.  2.  The 
Health  Commissioner  shall  exercise  the  powers 
and  perform  the  duties  conferred  or  imposed  by 
law  upon  the  Board  of  Health  of  the  city  of 
Boston  or  upon  the  chairman  therefor. 

HEALTH  INSPECTORS  TO  HAVE 
ACCESS  TO  TENEMENTS. 

Statutes  1885,  Chap.  382,  Sec.  20.  Every 
officer  of  the  Health  Department  and  every 
officer  upon  whom  any  duty  or  authority  is  con¬ 
ferred,  shall  have  free  access  to  every  part  of  any 
lodging  or  tenement  house  when  required  in  the 
execution  of  the  duties  of  his  office. 

SUMMARY 

DEFINITION  OF  A  TENEMENT  HOUSE. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  42.  (As  amended 
1921,  Chap.  289,  Sec.  5.)  Any  building  or 
portion  thereof,  occupied  or  adapted  for  oc¬ 
cupation  as  a  dwelling  by  more  than  three  fam¬ 
ilies  living  and  cooking  independently  of  one 
another — or  by  more  than  two  above  the  first 
floor. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  128.  (As  amended 
1913,  Chap.  586.)  Three  family  houses  are 
subject  to  the  same  inspection  by  the  Health 
Department  as  tenenent  houses. 
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LIGHTING  AND  VENTILATION 
OF  ROOMS. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  70.  Every  room 
(except  waterclosets  and  bathrooms)  which 
looks  upon  an  open  space  ten  or  more  feet  wide 
must  have  at  least  nine  square  feet  of  glazed 
surface  in  its  window  or  windows.  Every  room 
not  looking  on  an  open  space  at  least  ten  or  more 
feet  wide,  or  on  a  shaft  or  court  at  least  six  feet 
in  its  least  dimension,  must  have  a  sash  window 
of  at  least  fifteen  feet  of  glazed  surface  opening 
into  another  room  in  the  same  apartment, — 
which  room  must  have  a  window  or  windows 
with  an  area  of  at  least  one-eighth  of  its  floor 
area,  and  opening  on  an  open  area  at  least  ten 
feet  wide  or  on  a  shaft  or  court  at  least  six  feet 
in  its  least  dimension.  Every  alcove  must  have 
an  opening  equal  to  eighty  per  cent,  of  the  area 
of  one  of  its  walls. 

LIGHTING  AND  VENTILATION 
OF  HALLS. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  71.  Every  hall 
must  have 

1.  A  window  to  the  outer  air;  or 

2.  A  ventilating  sky-light  directly  over  the 
stair- well;  or 

3.  A  bulk-head  over  the  stairs  and  provided 
with  windows  readily  opened;  or 

4.  Translucent  glass  panels  of  at  least  four 
square  feet  area  in  each  door  opening  into 
apartments;  or 

5.  Artificial  light  provided  by  owner. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  45.  (As  amended 
1914,  Chap.  782,  Sec.  10;  1915,  Chap.  352, 
Sec.  4;  1921,  Chap.  476;  and  1924,  Chap.  136.) 
Public  halls  and  stairs  in  all  tenement  houses 
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now  existing  or  hereafter  erected,  three  stories 
or  more  in  height  and  accommodating  four  or 
more  families  .  .  .  shall  be  provided  with 
proper  and  sufficient  lights  to  be  kept  lighted 
during  the  night. 

(Enforced  by  the  Building  Department,  City 
Hall  Annex,  Boston.) 

WATER-CLOSETS. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  12.  “No  person 
shall  maintain  a  water-closet,  vault,  or  privy, 
in  an  unwholesome,  unclean,  or  improper  place 
or  condition.” 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  72.  When  in  a 
tenement  house  a  water-closet  is  used  in  com¬ 
mon  by  two  or  more  families,  the  space  beneath 
the  seat  must  not  be  enclosed.  The  floor  must 
be  water-proof,  and  kept  in  good  order  and 
repair. 

There  must  be  at  least  one  water-closet  for 
every  three  families,  or  every  nine  rooms  in  the 
house. 

Every  water-closet  shall  be  completely  sepa¬ 
rated  from  every  other  water-closet  with  parti¬ 
tions  from  floor  to  ceiling,  and  shall  be  lighted 
and  ventilated  to  the  satisfaction  of  the  Health 
Commissioner. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  128.  The  Health 
Commissioner  may  make  and  enforce  such 
further  regulations  as  he  deems  proper  in  regard 
to  ventilation,  construction  of  water- 
closets,  and  lighting  of  hallways. 

WATER  SUPPLY. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  73.  Water  must 
be  furnished  at  one  or  more  places  on  each  floor, 
and  must  be  obtainable  at  all  times.  The  space 
under  sinks  in  halls  must  not  be  enclosed;  floors 
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and  walls  beneath  and  around  sinks  must  be 
kept  in  repair  and  clean. 

OVERCROWDING. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  128.  (As  amended 
1913,  Chap.  586.)  The  Health  Commissioner 
may  limit  the  number  of  occupants  of  any 
tenement  or  lodging  house,  or  any  part  thereof, 
and  shall  notify  the  owner  of  the  building  or 
persons  having  charge  thereof.  If  thereafter 
more  persons  than  thus  allowed  are  found  to 
occupy  the  building  or  part  thereof,  the  Com¬ 
missioner  may  order  the  premises  vacated,  and 
when  vacated,  they  may  be  occupied  again  only 
with  his  permission.  Penalty  of  twenty  dollars 
for  every  day  overcrowding  continues  after 
notification. 

Regulation,  May  22,  1911.  The  cubic  air 
space  for  rooms  occupied  as  sleeping  rooms  in 
tenement  or  lodging  houses  .  .  .  shall  be  as 
follows : 

Rooms  occupied  by  day  and  night  shall  have 
not  less  than  600  cubic  feet  of  air  space  for  each 
person. 

Rooms  occupied  only  during  the  night  shall 
have  not  less  than  400  cubic  feet  of  air  space  for 
each  person. 

FIRE  ESCAPES. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  12.  Par.  6.  “Every 
permanent  building  more  than  twenty  feet  high 
having  a  flat  roof  shall  have  permanent  means 
of  access  to  the  roof  from  the  inside  by  an  open¬ 
ing  not  less  than  two  feet  by  three  feet  with  a 
fixed  step  ladder.” 

Every  building  shall  have  reasonable  means 
of  egress  in  case  of  fire,  satisfactory  to  the 
Building  Commissioner. 
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(Enforced  by  the  Building  Department,  City 
Hall  Annex,  Boston.) 

CLEANLINESS. 

Acts  1885,  Chap.  382,  Sec.  14.  (As  amended 
by  Acts  1889,  Chap.  450,  Sec.  5.)  The  tenant 
of  any  tenement  or  lodging  house  shall  thor¬ 
oughly  cleanse  all  the  rooms,  floors,  windows 
and  doors  of  the  house,  or  any  part  of  the  house 
of  which  he  is  a  tenant.  The  owner  or  lessee 
shall  well  and  sufficiently  whitewash  and  cleanse 
the  walls  and  ceilings  thereof  at  least  once  every 
year  in  April  or  May;  and  he  shall  have  passages 
and  stairs  kept  clean  and  in  good  condition,  and 
to  the  satisfaction  of  the  Health  Commissioner. 

“Whenever  there  shall  be  more  than  eight 
families  living  in  any  tenement  house  in  which 
the  owner  does  not  reside,  there  shall  be,  when 
required  by  the  Health  Commissioner,  a  janitor, 
or  some  other  responsible  person,  who  shall 
reside  in  said  house  and  have  charge  thereof." 

GARBAGE  AND  ASHES. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  75.  (As  affected 
by  1913,  Chap.  586.)  The  owner  of  every 
tenement  house  shall  provide  suitable,  covered, 
water  tight  receptacles  for  ashes,  rubbish,  gar¬ 
bage,  and  refuse. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  128.  (As  amended 
1913,  Chap.  586.)  Par.  2.  No  person  shall 
place  ashes,  rubbish,  garbage,  refuse  or  other 
matter  in  the  yards,  open  areas  or  alleys  con¬ 
nected  with  or  appurtenant  to  any  building 
except  in  suitable  receptacles  provided  for  the 
same. 

Vote,  Dec.  12,  1912.  “Suitable,  covered, 
water-tight  receptacles,  satisfactory  to  the 
Health  Commissioner,  for  ashes,  rubbish,  gar- 
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bage,  refuse  or  other  matter”  shall  be  considered 
to  mean  for  garbage  a  substantial,  water-tight 
receptacle  which  shall  have  a  tightly  fitting 
cover,  and  kept  at  all  times  covered,  and  for 
ashes,  cinders,  rubbish,  and  refuse  a  metallic 
vessel  that  shall  not  be  filled  within  four  inches 
from  the  top. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  11.  House  offal 
shall  be  kept  free  from  ashes  or  other  material 
and  placed  so  as  to  be  easily  removed. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  13.  No  person 
shall  place  or  keep  in  or  near  any  building,  ashes 
or  cinders  in  such  a  manner  as  to  be  liable  to 
cause  fire,  or  mix  them  with  other  substances, 
or  place  or  keep  them  except  in  metallic  vessels 
so  placed  as  to  be  easily  removed. 

G.  L.,  Chap.  148,  Sec.  33.  The  storage  of 
combustible  material  in  or  near  a  building  used 
for  habitation  is  prohibited  unless  a  permit  is 
obtained  from  the  Fire  Marshal. 

(Enforced  by  Fire  Marshal,  Room  24,  State 
House,  Boston.) 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  14.  All  light  refuse 
or  rubbish  that  is  likely  to  be  scattered  or  blown 
about  must  be  properly  packed,  bundled  or 
otherwise  secured. 

DRAINAGE. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  18.  No  owner  of  a 
building  shall  permit  any  drain  from  or  in  it  to 
leak  or  be  out  of  repair. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  17.  No  owner  or 
occupant  of  a  building  or  of  land  shall  suffer 
sewage  or  waste  or  stagnant  water  to  remain  in 
such  building  or  upon  such  land. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  74.  In  every 
tenement  house  all  courts,  areas,  intakes,  and 
yards  shall  be  properly  drained  and  paved,  or 


otherwise  surfaced  to  the  satisfaction  of  the 
Health  Commissioner. 

NUISANCE. 

G.  L.,  Chap.  Ill,  Sec.  122.  The  Health 
Commissioner  shall  examine  into  all  nuisances 
and  sources  of  filth  which  may  in  his  opinion  be 
injurious  to  the  public  health,  and  shall  destroy, 
remove  or  prevent  the  same. 

G.  L.,  Chap.  Ill,  Sec.  123.  The  Health  Com¬ 
missioner  shall  order  the  owner  or  occupant  of 
any  private  premises  to  remove  at  his  own  ex¬ 
pense  and  within  twenty-four  hours  any  nuisance 
or  source  of  filth  found  thereon.  Penalty  of 
twenty  dollars  for  every  day  of  violation  of 
order. 

Eames  vs.  S.  E.  Worsted  Co.,  11  Met.,  572. 
The  Supreme  Court  has  defined  a  nuisance  as 
follows:  “In  order  to  amount  to  a  nuisance,  it 
is  not  necessary  that  the  corruption  of  the  atmos¬ 
phere  should  be  such  as  to  be  dangerous  to 
health;  it  is  sufficient  that  the  effluvia  are 
offensive  to  the  senses  and  render  habitation 
uncomfortable.” 

STREET  REGULATIONS. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  41.  No  person 
shall  throw,  sweep,  place  or  drop  into  any  street, 
rubbish  or  filth  of  any  kind,  or  any  foul  liquid 
or  solid  matter.  Penalty,  fine  of  twenty  dollars. 

Acts  1898,  Chap.  298,  Sec.  2.  The  City  of 
Boston  shall  keep  public  alleys  free  from  any 
substance  which  is  liable  to  cause  sickness  or  a 
nuisance. 

Acts  1898,  Chap. '298,  Sec.  3.  Whosoever 
drops  or  places  in  any  public  alley  .  .  .  any 
rubbish  ...  of  any  kind,  shall  be  fined  not 
exceeding  fifty  dollars  for  each  offense. 
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R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  44.  No  tenant 
whose  premises  abut  on  a  sidewalk  shall  suffer 
to  remain  for  more  than  three  hours  between 
sunrise  and  sunset,  any  snow  or  ice,  unless  such 
ice  is  made  even  and  covered  with  sand,  sawdust 
or  ashes  to  prevent  slipping.  Penalty,  fine  of 
twenty  dollars. 

(Enforced  by  Police  Department.) 

BUILDINGS  UNFIT  FOR  USE. 

Acts  1897,  Chap.  219.  (As  amended  Acts 
1889,  Chap.  222.)  Sec.  1.  When  the  Health 
Commissioner  believes  that  any  building  or  part 
thereof  is  dangerous  to  life,  because  of  want  of 
repair, — or  is  not  fit  for  use  because  of  uncleanli¬ 
ness,  or  defects  in  drainage,  plumbing,  ventila¬ 
tion,  or  in  the  construction  of  same,  or  because 
of  any  nuisance  likely  to  cause  sickness,  he  may 
issue  an  order  requiring  all  persons  therein  to 
vacate  or  cease  to  use  such  building  or  part 
thereof.  Such  building  or  part  thereof  shall  be 
vacated  within  ten  days  after  order  has  been 
posted,  or  within  a  shorter  time,  not  less  than 
forty-eight  hours;  and  shall  be  used  again  only 
after  the  Commissioner  is  satisfied  that  changes 
have  made  it  no  longer  dangerous  or  unfit  for  use. 

BASEMENT  AND  CELLAR  TENEMENTS. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  68.  (As  amended 
by  Acts  1914,  Chap.  628.)  No  one  shall  sleep 
in  a  room  of  which  any  part  of  the  floor  is  lower 
than  the  highest  point  of  the  curb  of  the  street 
or  way  in  front,  or  lower  than  the  highest  point 
of  land  within  fifteen  feet; — unless  all  the 
following  conditions  are  complied  with: 

1.  At  least  sixty  per  cent,  of  the  room  shall 
be  above  the  level  of  the  highest  land  within 
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fifteen  feet  of  outside  wall  or  walls  of  room. 

2.  One  side  of  the  room  shall  be  an  outside 
wall  of  the  building  for  a  length  of  at  least  seven 
feet. 

3.  The  room  shall  have  a  window  or  windows 
opening  on  an  open  space  at  least  fifteen  feet 
square  and  open  from  ground  to  sky  without 
obstruction;  with  total  window  area  of  at  least 
ten  square  feet  and  of  at  least  of  the  floor 
area  of  the  room;  and  with  both  sashes  of  each 
window  made  so  as  to  open. 

4.  Floor  and  all  walls  shall  be  damp-proof 
and  water-proof. 

5.  Height  of  room  shall  be  at  least  seven 
feet  over  at  least  %  of  its  area. 

6.  The  room  shall  have  a  water-closet  con¬ 
structed  and  arranged  as  required  by  Acts  1907, 
Chap.  550,  Sec.  69,  and  for  the  sole  use  of  the 
occupants  of  this  room,  or  of  the  household  of 
which  such  occupants  are  members. 

7.  A  permit  from  the  Health  Commissioner 
to  use  such  room  for  sleeping  purposes  shall  be 
posted  in  the  main  room  of  the  apartment,  and 
a  record  kept  in  the  office  of  the  Health  Corn- 
miss  oner. 

Special  Act  1915,  Chap.  346.  The  Health 
Commissioner  may,  after  inspection,  permit  the 
occupancy  for  living  and  sleeping  purposes 
of  basement  rooms  which  do  not  comply  with 
legal  requirements  if,  in  his  opinion,  they  are 
suitable  for  such  use. 

Certificates  issued  by  the  Commissioner  must 
be  kept  posted  in  such  rooms  at  all  times. 

BUSINESS  IN  HOUSES. 

Acts  1907,  Chap.  550,  Sec.  53.  No  bakery 
or  place  of  business  where  there  is  fat-boiling, 
shall  be  maintained  in  a  tenement  which  is  not 
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fire-proof,  unless  the  place  where  such  work 
is  done  is  fire-proof,  and  there  are  no 
openings  from  it  to  any  other  parts  of  the 
building. 

(Enforced  by  the  Building  Department,  City 
Hall  Annex,  Boston.) 

Regulation  January  21,  1901.  No  rags,  old 
paper,  junk  or  other  refuse  material  shall 
be  brought  into  or  stored  in  any  building  used 
as  a  dwelling. 

Regulation  August  3,  1893.  Fruit  or  mer¬ 
chandise  may  be  stored  in  a  building  used  even 
in  part  as  a  tenement,  only  upon  written  permit 
from  the  Health  Commissioner. 

R.  O.  1914,  Chap.  40,  Sec.  10.  No  one  shall 
keep  refuse,  or  noxious  or  decaying  liquid 
or  solid  matter,  except  house  offal,  anywhere 
on  the  premises,  except  with  a  permit  from  the 
Health  Commissioner. 

G.  L.,  Chap.  149,  Sec.  143.  A  room  or  apart¬ 
ment  in  a  tenement  or  dwelling  may  be  used  for 
the  business  of  manufacturing  or  altering 
wearing  apparel  of  any  description  only  by 
members  of  the  family  living  therein,  and  after 
a  license  has  been  procured  from  the  State 
Department  of  Labor  and  Industries. 

G.  L.,  Chap.  149,  Sec.  144.  If  an  inspector 
of  the  Department  of  Labor  and  Industries 
finds  evidence  of  infectious  or  contagious  disease 
or  of  vermin  in  such  room  or  apartment  above 
described,  he  shall  report  the  same  to  the  De¬ 
partment  of  Labor  and  Industries,  which  shall 
notify  the  (Boston)  Health  Department. 

(Report  violations  to  State  Department  of 
Labor  and  Industries,  State  House,  Boston.) 
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